Endocrinology in aging.
Aging is a time of reduced adaptability to metabolic perturbation. This is particularly true in endocrinology which, after all, is the science of chemically regulated biologic systems. There is no evidence that equilibrium concentrations of the principal hormones are altered with age. However, the systems utilized to reach those equilibria become progressively taxed, and new equilibria may be achieved reflecting that regulatory problem. Thus, with advancing age there are significant alterations in hormone production, metabolism, and action. Some of these changes may play a role in the pathophysiology of senescence, although the evidence for that is limited. The magnitude of age-related alterations is highly variable and sex dependent. Whereas only subtle changes occur in pituitary dynamics, adrenal gland physiology, and thyroid function, the changes in glucose homeostasis, reproductive function, and calcium metabolism are more apparent. In the elderly, the interpretation of endocrine tests should reflect the nutritional status of the patient and the presence of coexisting illnesses. In this review, we describe the principles of endocrinology in the geriatric population and elaborate on the changes in specific glandular functions with aging. We also define strategies of evaluation and management protocols appropriate for the elderly with suspected endocrine dysfunction.